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Three Forged Letters of Anne Boleyn:
Their Implications for Reformation Politics and
Women's Studies*
by

Retha M. Warnicke
Arizona State University

THE CONTROVERSY in 1983 over the validity of the Hitler diaries publicized once again the need to authenticate historical and literary documents
.with great care. The problem of verification has existed since the classical
period of history, probably the most famous forgery of all time being the
Donation of Constantine, which secured Western Europe for Christendom.
Throughout the Middle Ages and into the modern era, the Christian faith
has been plagued by charges chat many of its holy works and relics are
nothing more than fakes or fabrications. 1 Three forged letters of Anne
Boleyn, which will be examined here, can be treated as an integral part of
the tradition of religious fabrications, since her marriage to Henry VIII was
at the core of the English Reformation and contemporary religious politics. 2 These letters must also be examined in light of the continuing interest
in women's studies, an interest chat daces largely from the lace 1970s. As chis
is, relatively speaking, a pioneer field, scholarly mistakes are bound co have
occurred. Two of these forged letters, which perpetuate a negative view of
Anne Boleyn, have recently been identified as originals in books on women
writers, although the letters' genuineness has not been accepted in recent
historical analyses of her life. 3 Given the scarcity of surviving letters written
by women, it is also instructive that it is the two negative ones in question
chat are well known, for unlike the third, more obscure one, they
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portray her as a femme fatale actively working to destroy the king's first
marriage.
In fairness to the two or more early modern authors who probably
faked the negative as well as the sympathetic letters of Anne Boleyn, they
functioned in a culture in which standards of scholarship were not so strictly
defined as in the twentieth century. 4 When Sir Thomas More's now
celebrated history of Richard III was posthumously published, for example,
many learned people who read it believed that it was an accurate account of
that monarch's rise to power even though it included speeches obviously
created by its author, More having been a mere child when Richard was
killed at Bosworth Field in 1485. 5 The point is that he composed for the
actors in his history speeches that were consistent with the tradition he
and his contemporaries had received about Richard's succession. More
was motivated not so much by the wish to change the accepted version
of the historical events between 1483 and 1485 as by the need to confirm
them.
The forgeries of Anne's letters, which seem to have been newly created
documents rather than alterations of true originals, could have been planned
and executed for financial rewards. This was an age of increased interest in
the discovery of old manuscripts, an interest awakened in part by the dissolution of the monasteries and the resulting dispersal of their libraries. The
writers William Camden, John Stowe, and William Lambarde, for example,
acquired ancient documents and books and were members of the Elizabethan Society of Antiquaries. The market for the papers of monarchs and
their wives was also very brisk: even during his own lifetime, seventeen of
the original letters Henry wrote to Anne Boleyn were stolen; they are now
housed at the Vatican. 6 ·
Although the forgers of Anne's letters might well have had profit as one
of their motives, their primary intent was probably to substantiate their
differently received historical traditions about her, one confirming her sexual
promiscuity and the other lauding her religious and charitable activities.
Her public execution in 1536 for having committed adultery with five men
provided the major evidence for the negative view that she had aggressively
sought to marry Henry even while he was still the husband of Catherine of
Aragon. 7 The first two forgeries, the earliest extant versions of which are
available only in an Italian history of ~een Elizabeth by Gregorio Leti, a
seventeenth-century author, portray this negative image of Anne. 8 During
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the early years of the reign of her daughter, many Protestants, such as
John Foxe, ventured to defend Anne, denying that she had been the femme
fatale that the circumstances of her death had seemed to prove. 9 The third
forgery, the earliest extant version of which survives in an Elizabethan
manuscript, supports this positive tradition. 10
The documents translated by Leti held information that the Catholic
community would not have been surprised to read, for they confirmed the
by-then familiar legend that Anne had taken advantage of the king's lust
so that she might break up his marriage and effect a schism in the Church. 11
The foremost example of this view was articulated by Nicholas Sander, an
English Jesuit priest, in his Latin history of the English Reformation, published posthumously in 1585. An extremely popular work, it was translated
into six languages and had a compelling influence on all subsequent Catholic
studies of the Tudor period. 12 Although modern historians have
determined that Anne was educated as a princess at the French court from
about her seventh to her fourteenth year, Sander, who was born only a few
years before her execution, was aware only that she had spent part of her
youth in France. Lacking evidence about the reason for her sojourn abroad,
he credited the gossip that her father, Sir Thomas Boleyn, had sent her to
France because she had had sexual relations with two of his domestic
servants. Sander also wrote that she and Thomas Wyatt, the great Tudor
poet, had been lovers. These accusations have all been proved essentially
false. 13
Assuming that Anne had been a lecherous woman, Sander, who almost
certainly never saw her, depicted her physically as a witch, thus adopting
the attitude of the authors of the clerical and scholarly tracts of the period
which dwelt on the alleged promiscuity of witches. 14 She was, he said, very
tall, with a sallow complexion, a wen under her chin, a gobber tooth, and
six fingers on her right hand. In contrast to this testimony, first written
about forty years after her death, evidence from the 1530s reveals that Anne
was of medium height, with somewhat dark skin, and a small neck. Since
no corroborative evidence for Sander's bizarre description survives from
her lifetime, it should be entirely rejected. 15
• The earliest of her forged letters, which is consistent with the hostile
tradition Sander helped to create and to promote, was purportedly written
to thank Henry for her appointment as maid of honor to the queen. The
shortest of the three epistles, it reads as follows:
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Sire,
It belongs only to the august mind of a great king, to whom
Nature has given a heart full of generosity towards the sex, to
repay by favours so extraordinary an artless and short conversation with a girl. Inexhaustible as is the treasury of your majesty's
bounties, I pray you to consider that it cannot be sufficient to
your generosity; for if you recompense so slight a conversation
by gifts so great, what will you be able to do for those who are
ready to consecrate their entire obedience to your designs? How
great soever may be the bounties I have received, the joy that I
feel in being loved by a king whom I adore, and to whom I
would with pleasure make a sacrifice of my heart, if fortune had
rendered it worthy of being offered to him, will ever be infinitely greater.
The warrant of maid of honor to the queen induces me to
think that your majesty has some regard for me, since it gives
me the means of seeing you oftener, and of assuring you by
my own lips (which I shall do on the first opportunity) that I
am,
Your majesty's very obliged and obedient servant,
without any reserve
Anne Boleyn 16
Like the second document to be presented here, this cannot be accepted
as genuine, primarily because neither the original nor an acceptable transcript of it has survived. The earliest extant version of these two letters can
be found only in the Italian history of Elizabeth by Leti, who had been
greatly influenced by Sander. Leti' s claim that he had rendered the two
originals into his own tongue was accepted by the nineteenth-century writer
Mary Anne Everett Green (Wood), who retranslated them into English
and published them. Her decision to validate them was based in part on
her Victorian reaction to a gentlewoman, like Anne, who was thought to
have taken advantage of a man's lust in order to break up his marriage.
Green's scholarly reasons, as opposed to this personal one, for crediting
these two documents were (1) the originals of some of the other sources
Leti used were extant, and (2) he was too laudatory of Elizabeth to have
deliberately set out to slander her mother. Green's exact words are
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A careful comparison of some of the documents in Leti with
their originals, which are still in existence, proves that he was a
careful though not a verbatim translator, and also affords satisfactory evidence of the genuineness of the letters he quotes. Of
those which are here presented, the originals have perished, or
are no longer accessible. No choice, therefore, remains but that
ofletting them continue in comparative obscurity in the pages
of an antiquated Italian writer, or of reproducing them in their
present form. . . . The mode in which Anne Boleyn here receives the early addresses of the king reflects unfavorably upon
her character. It ... proves that she was not unwilling to displace her [royal mistress] in her husband's affections .... Additional indirect testimony to the genuineness of this letter may
be derived from Leti' s warm admiration of ~een Elizabeth,
which would naturally render him unwilling on uncertain evidence to publish anything derogatory to the character of her
mother. 17
While Leti may deserve congratulations for his personal ethics, they
provide poor evidence for confirming the validity of his scholarship. Indeed,
it is highly likely that holographs of these letters never existed and that they
were created by Leti or another partisan to represent the received Catholic
tradition about Anne. This forger would not have been the only seventeenthcentury author involved in such an enterprise. In his study of Richard III,
Sir George Buck, for example, quoted from a letter purportedly written by
~een Elizabeth of York; modern scholars now generally deny the existence of the letter, for neither a copy nor the original has been discovered. 18
Unfortunately, some modern writers apparently motivated by a laudable desire to unearth obscure documents written by women have indirectly trusted Leti's judgment. They have done so by crediting Green's
translation of these letters, but they may have failed to comprehend fully
the significance of her above-quoted explanatory remarks. 19 In twentiethcentury scholarship, higher standards than Green's must prevail, for mere
retranslations of original manuscripts no longer extant must be viewed for
what they actually are, at best secondhand versions of documents that may
never have existed. They definitely cannot be cited as firsthand examples of
the writing style of sixteenth-century Englishwomen.
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Neither of the two letters purportedly translated by Leti was dated,
although he suggested that the thank-you message had been composed in
1519. It actually could not have been written much earlier than 1527, the
approximate date of Anne's becoming a maid of honor. The tone of this
letter is in keeping with her image as the aggressor in the royal relationship,
since it hints that a flirtation with the king was the means by which she
gained the appointment, but no other extant evidence corroborates the
claim that her liaison with Henry began before she joined the queen's
household. Her father's standing at court, the influence of her uncle, Thomas
Howard, third duke of Norfolk, and her own royal education made her
something more than merely an accomplished flirt, as would have been the
author of a letter such as this. Her family had attempted to negotiate a
marriage for her with the earl of Ormond' s heir; she had attracted the attention of a future earl of Northumberland. As she and her relatives were
obviously seeking a noble alliance for her, she must not be viewed as an
autonomous figure, free to flirt as she chose, but as the focus of her family's
great hopes and long-standing ambitions.20
The second letter, which according to Leti and Green was written to
Thomas, Cardinal Wolsey, in about 1529, the year of his fall from power, is
as follows:
My lord,
Though you are a man of great understanding, you cannot
avoid being censured by every body for having drawn on yourself
the hatred of a king who had raised you to the highest degree to
which the greatest ambition of a man seeking his fortune can
aspire. I cannot comprehend, and the king still less, how your
reverend lordship, after having allured us by so many fine
promises about divorce, can have repented of your purpose, and
how you could have done what you have, in order to hinder the
consummation of it. What, then, is your mode of proceeding?
You quarrelled with the queen to favour me at the time when I
was less advanced in the king's good graces; and after having
therein given me the strongest marks of your affection, your
lordship abandons my interests to embrace those of the queen.
I acknowledge that I have put much confidence in your professions and promises, in which I find myself deceived.
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But, for the future, I shall rely on nothing but the protection
of Heaven and the love of my dear king, which alone will be
able to set right again those plans which you have broken and
spoiled, and to place me in the happy station which God wills,
the king so much wishes, and which will be entirely to the advantage of the kingdom. The wrong you have done me has
caused me much sorrow; but I feel infinitely more in seeing
myself betrayed by a man who pretended to enter into my interests only to discover the secrets of my heart. I acknowledge that,
believing you sincere, I have been too precipitate in my confidence; it is this which has induced, and still induces me, to keep
more moderation in avenging myself, not being able to forget
that I have been
Your servant
Anne Boleyn 21
The same arguments that were cited here for not verifying Leti' s Italian
version of Anne's alleged thank-you note to Henry apply to the above letter. In addition, evidence from the text may be used to challenge its
authenticity, for the historical facts it contains are simply incorrect. When
in late 1527 Wolsey became an active participant in the divorce scheme,
Henty was already planning to wed Anne, who needed no assistance from
the cardinal to attract her royal suitor. Indeed, during the previous summer, while Wolsey was in France, Henry had, without reference to him,
sent two messengers to Pope Clement VII with instructions to gain the
Church's approval for marrying her. After his return, Wolsey struggled to
obtain the divorce, if for no other reason than that he feared failure in this
endeavor would cost him royal favor. Evidence indicates that during the
next two years he put forth a great effort to persuade the pope to comply
with Henry's wishes and that he failed largely because of international religious politics that were beyond his control. Although in the summer of
1529, when the divorce hearing at Blackfriars was ended without a verdict,
Anne was greatly disappointed, that she thereafter singlemindedly worked
co avenge the so-called "wrong" Wolsey was said to have done her conflicts with undisputed evidence to the contrary. During his illness later that
year, she sent gifts and a physician to him; he forwarded a message to her
asking for assistance; and in 1534, four years after his death, when Anne was
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queen of England, she promised to favor Thomas Winter, his illegitimate
son. 22
Beyond its literal content, the tone of this letter is especially suspect.
That Anne, whose father had not yet won the earldoms he had been seeking, would write with such anger and hostility to Wolsey, who remained
archbishop of York and cardinal of the Church until his death, was not
likely even if she had wished to express herself in such a forthright manner.
Moreover, even if the tone of this and the first letter was more consistent
with the facts that are known about Anne, nineteenth-century English versions of seventeenth-century Italian translations of original English letters
no longer extant cannot be credited. 23
The third letter of ~een Anne's that must have been a forgery was
allegedly written to Henry when Anne was a prisoner in the Tower of
London. The earliest surviving version of it is an Elizabethan copy, although two later transcripts are also extant. Its contents, which reveal it to
be an entirely imaginary letter, provide a much more favorable view of her
than the other forgeries, for in it she denied that she had ever desired to be
Henry's consort and claimed that she had always been a faithful wife. This
view is consistent with the interpretation in John Foxe's Book ofMartyrs,
an enormously popular work in Elizabethan England. In it Foxe emphasized Anne's charitable and religious activities and asserted that God had
vindicated her by permitting.her daughter Elizabeth to reign as queen. 24
The rather long letter begins as follows: 25
Sir,
Your Grace's Displeasure, and my Imprisonment, are things so
strange unto me, as what to write, or what to excuse, I am altogether ignorant. Whereas you send unto me (willing me to confess a Truth, and so to obtain your Favour) by such an one
whom you know to be my antient professed Enemy. I no sooner
received this Message by him, than I rightly conceived your
meaning; and if, as you say, confessing a Truth indeed may
procure my safety, I shall with all willingness and duty perform
your Command.
The first of two important errors in this paragraph is that the king had
promised to pardon her if she would only confess to adultery with five
men! It is incredible to think that any English king, and particularly Henry,
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who also had his fifth wife executed for adultery, would forgive his consort
such sexual betrayal, especially since a 1352 statute had declared it an act of
high treason for any man to have sexually violated the queen whether or
not she consented. 26 Furthermore, no evidence suggests that William
Kingston, the constable of the Tower who was in charge of her, or the three
men who questioned her before she was imprisoned were her "ancient"
enemies.
To continue with the letter:
But let not your Grace ever imagine that your poor Wife
will ever be brought to acknowledge a Fault, where not so much
as a thought [thereof] ever proceded. And to speak a Truth,
never a Prince had Wife more loyal in all Duty, and in all true
Affection, than you have ever found in Ann Boleyn, with which
Name and Place I could willingly have contented myself, if God,
and your Grace's Pleasure had so been pleased.
Obviously, by stating that the king had promised her a pardon if she
would confess her sins, the forger had given Anne a fine opportunity to
deny the charges against her. She proceeded to follow up this denial with
the claim that she would have been content to keep her maiden name and
place, attempting to silence any gossip that she had aggressively schemed to
break up his marriage to Catherine. Even if Anne had never had any ambitions to become queen, as was more explicitly stated later in the letter, the
comment that she would have been content with the name of Anne Boleyn
is patently untrue. Her family had been struggling for years to win for her
father the earldom of Ormond, and from December of 1529, when he was
granted that title as well as the earldom of Wiltshire, she identified herself
as Lady Anne Rochford, the usual style for a child of Ormond. Furthermore, she was no longer Anne Rochford when she married the king, for he
had ennobled her in her own right as the lady marquess of Pembroke. fu
was customary, both her brother and her sister, even after the latter's remarriage, had also adopted the Rochford name. In this letter allegedly written
in 1536, Anne would have had little reason to refer to herself as Boleyn. 27
To continue:
Neither did I at any time so far forget myself in my Exaltation,
or received ~eenship, but that I always looked for such an
41
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alteration as now I find; for the ground of my Preferment being
on no surer Foundation than your Grace's Fancy; the least
alteration was fit and sufficient (I know) to draw that Fancy to
some other Subject. You have chosen me, from a low Estate, to
be y~ur ~een and Companion, far beyond my desert or desire. If then you found me worthy of such Honour, Good your
Grace let not any light Fancy, or bad Counsel of mine Enemies,
withdraw your Princely Favour from me; neither let that Stain,
that unworthy Stain of a disloyal Hean towards your good Grace,
ever cast so foul a blot on your most dutiful Wife, and the InfantPrincess your Daughter.
Here she states explicitly that he had put away his first wife because of
his "fancy," or passion, for herself but also denies that she had ever wished
to become his consort. Given the events of his reign, a motivation for Henry's
first divorce more acceptable than his lust for Anne is that Catherine had
not been able to give him a surviving male child. That same failure was to
cost Anne her life in 1536. Shortly after her coronation in 1533, the new queen
told the Venetian envoy that she owed her position to God's will, seeming
thereby to support the belief of the king and of some of her other contemporaries that it was divine intervention that had prevented the survival
of Catherine's male children.28
She continued:
Try me, good King, but let me have a lawful Trial, and let not
my sworn Enemies sit as my Accusers and Judges; yea, let me
receive an open Trial, for my Truth shall fear no open shames;
thaen shall you see, either mine Innocency cleared, your Suspicion and Conscience satisfied, the ignominy and slander of
the World stopped, or my Guilt openly declared. So that
whatsoever God, or you may determine of me, your Grace may
be freed from an open Censure; and mine Offence being so lawfully proved, your Grace is at liberty, both before God and Man,
not only to execute worthy Punishment on me as an unfaythful
Wife, but to follow your Affection, already setled on that Party,
for whose sake I am now as I am, whose Name I could some
good while since have pointed unto, your Grace being not
ignorant of my suspicion therein.
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By the standards of her day Anne was given a fair trial; no extant
evidence offers proof that the commission of noblemen who tried her was
deliberately stacked with her enemies. 29 The assertion in the preceding
paragraph that she believed it was Henry's "fancy" for someone else that
caused him to have her imprisoned is entirely incorrect, since it is not consistent with the other known facts. It was her miscarriage in January that
led to her imprisonment; had she been delivered of a live, normal male
child, no new love of the king could have prevailed against her. That in a
letter defending her honor and pleading for her life, she would accuse of
promiscuity the one person in England who had the power to release her
from prison is rather absurd. Instead, many people at the time - certainly
most of those who witnessed the deaths of her and her five accused lovers
thought that she had been guilty of committing illicit sexual acts with them. 30
The letter continues:
But if you have already determined of me, and that not only
my Death, but an infamous Slander must bring you the joying
of your desired happiness; then I desire of God, that he will
pardon your great Sin herein, and likewise my Enemies, the
Instruments thereof; and that he will not call you to a straight
account for your unprincely and cruel usage of me, at his General Judgment-seat, where both you and my self must shortly
appear, and in whose just judgment I doubt not (whatsoever
the World may think of me) my lnnocency shall be openly
known, and sufficiently cleared.
The forger had Anne once again characterize Henry as a man who
exchanged wives at the whim of his passion, a passion so strong that he was
willing to admit publicly he had been cuckolded by five men. With regard
to this claim, it is well to recall Siegneur Brantome' s almost contemporary
statement about a man's honor - if he were falsely charged with sodomy,
cowardice on the battlefield, or having been cuckolded, he should seek
revenge by challenging the gossipmonger to a duel but without publicizing
the infamous facts.31 Surely Henry must have believed that Anne had
committed adultery or he would not have had her tried for treason, thereby
holding them both up to the "slander of the world" by admitting publicly
that not just one but five men had cuckolded him. To suggest that he
would have so carelessly and irresponsibly set in motion events that would

43

RETHA M. 'WARNICKE

raise questions about his own honor and inevitably about Elizabeth's
paternity is greatly to misjudge his character and his deep concern for the
future of his lineage.
And finally:
My last and only Request shall be, That my self may only
bear the burden of your Grace's displeasure, and that it may not
touch the Innocent Souls of those poor Gentlemen, who (as I
understand) are likewise in strait Imprisonment for my sake. If
ever I have found favour in your sight, if ever the name of Ann
Boleyn hath been pleasing in your Ears, let me obtain this
Request; and I will so leave to trouble your Grace any further,
with mine earnest Prayer to the Trinity to have your Grace in
his good keeping, and to direct you in all your actions. From
my doleful Prison in the Tower, the 6th of May.
Your most loyal and ever Faithful Wife,
Ann Boleyn

. As to her plea for the men, she would have known full well that if she were
executed for having committed adultery with them, they would also have
to die. Since 1352, of course, any man who was convicted of having had
sexual relations with the queen, even if she consented, was deemed guilty
of high treason.3 2
Anne's calling herself his "wife" but also using her maiden name for
her signature provide significant evidence as to the validity of this letter.
When, on 6 May, she supposedly wrote the above plea, she was still, as she
said, Henry's wife, for their divorce hearing was not held until 17 May. Even
in the unlikely event that while discussing their courtship in the text of this
letter, the queen might have called herself Anne Boleyn, she would never
have signed the letter with that name, for in Tudor England signatures in
formal letters like this usually indicated the social and legal status of the
writer. The king might well have interpreted his wife's resurrection of her
maiden name either as an inexplicable denial of her legal position as his
wife or as an admission she was guilty of the sexual crimes for which she
had been imprisoned. After her divorce, in 1533, by way of contrast, Catherine
of Aragon became involved in a protracted struggle with the king and his
advisors over her refusal to relinquish the title of queen, an act that would
have indicated her acceptance of their divorce as valid. In signing Anne
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Boleyn here, the forger actually committed an anachronistic error, for, even
though it was her maiden name, he referred to her by the way she was
known after her death rather than by the way she had identified herself
during the last three years of her life. 33
Finally, two remaining issues concerning this third forged letter need
to be addressed. First, from 2 May to her death on 19 May, Anne was indisputably placed under close custody in the Tower. Since the king and
his councilors believed her guilty of abominable crimes, she was not permitted to send a letter even to the royal secretary, much less to Henry, as
this forged one was purported to have been. Secondly, in her speech, given
immediately before her execution, she neither blamed the king for her death
nor mentioned his "fancy" for another woman, probably because she knew
from the time of her arrest that he believed her guilty of the charges for
which she was to stand trial. The act of which she was actually guilty was
miscarrying a male fetus, almost certainly a deformed one, an evil omen
from her contemporaries' point of view and one that would have provided
sufficient evidence to anyone who was aware of it that she had been promiscuous. She died not because of Henry's love for Jane Seymour but
because of his fear that God had visited Anne's sexual crimes upon the fetus
she delivered in 1536. 34
The likelihood that all three of these letters were forgeries is very great.
Unquestionably, private papers of celebrated people like Anne Boleyn were
eagerly sought. Given the market, the wonder is that many more fakes than
these have not surfaced. What is interesting about them is that when they
are studied together, as they have been here, one can clearly see that they
represent both the Catholic and Protestant traditions, the first two painting Anne as a femme fatale and the third one characterizing her as a loyal
wife. That some investigators seeking evidence of women's writings have
recently accepted two of these forged letters as valid provides once again a
strong warning to all scholars about the need to proceed with caution in
verifying original sources. They should also consider seriously that
nineteenth-century scholars who printed letters of women, such as the ones
depicting Anne Boleyn in a hostile way, might well themselves have had
personal prejudices, rather than objective scholarly reasons, for making them
readily accessible. The worthwhile and long overdue search for women's
manuscripts must not be compromised by misguided verifications such as
these.
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NOTES

* This is a version of a paper that was given at the conference "Women W ricing the
Familiar Letter in Renaissance England" sponsored by the Arizona Humanities
Council. It was held in association with the annual conference of the Rocky
Mountain Medieval and Renaissance Association at the Grand Canyon, April 1989.
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